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children, hacl irnporttrnt roles to plav in main-

taining the r.vell-being of the family. For ex-
ample, the oldest rnale menber of the family
scryed as the spiritual head and the ultimate
authoritv figure. His role r.vas to maintain i:rw

and orcler ln the farnily, pour libations at the
shrine of the ancestors, and represet-rt the friuri-
ilys interests in the larger village comrnunity.

Children were expected to help care for

their younger siblings and run errands for

older rriernbers of the lamily. It rvers also their
cluty to obtain firervood {br cooking and to
{'etch u'ater frorn loc:rl stre:rrns. Men trnd
wolnen had complementary tasks. "Men did
hard labor, such as clearing the land {br fam-
irg, cultivating, planting, ar-rcl hawesting
croDs. Thev did home constructions trnd re-

paiis,"'n *iit"t Yakubu. The r'vornen helped
men in farming, weeding, harvesting, ar-rd

processing farrn products. They were also re-

sponsible for supen'ising and disciplining the

children, rnaking sr.rre they grew up to be use-
ful citizens. \Vornen perforrned most of the
householcl rvork as well, including housekeep-
ing and preparation of meals. An Ibo nran,
reminiscing over life in the communal-based
traditional Ibo society, said,

we were all habituated to labor lrom our
etrrliest years. Everyone contributed
something to the comrnon stock, and as
we were unaccluainted with idleness, lve
htrd no beggars. Practically no one, except
the very young and very olc1, were exernpt
{rorn rnanual work. Productivity ancl hard
work r,vere highly esteetned.'''

Native Food

The Ibos' native diet consisted primarily of

pounded yam, cassava, or cocoyarn (frlU'l

served rvith seasoned vegetable soup rnade

rvith sun-dried or smoked flsh or rneat. Food-
stufl such as maize, beans, peanuts, plantains,
pumpkins, breadfmit, trnd okra, was also eaten
for variety. Wild and clomestic fruits, such as
oranges, manlloes, gu.rva, and papa$'. rvere
abunclant, but they were eaten primirrily as
snacks and did not forn part of the staple
diet. Although they raised livestock (chicken,

goats, and slieep), the tradjtional Ibo pre-
f'erred dried {ish over meat. And "bush meat"
(hunted meat) was considered more tasty
than meat frorn domestic animals.

In most families, rneals were pr:epared to-

gether and everybody ate at the strrne tirne' In

others, however, each wife was responsible for

preparing meals {br herself and her children.
The rvives then took tums preparing the hus-
bands rneal. Before eating, the f'ather r'vould
of{'er a nortiolr of his nreal and drink to thc cult
of the ancestors. He thanked them for the
meal ernd {br life, arnd asked fbr protection
from enemies and evil forces. This gesture of
honoring the spirit of the dead by regularly ot-
fering them libatior-rs trnd asking fbr protection
reflects the Ibo people s profbund belief in the
power of supernatural forces to af{'ect and rle-
tern r ine t  heir  I  i  fe erpet ' ienc'es.

Religion

"Tlie Ibos were nothing if not pro{bundly re-
ligious," stws Elizabeth Isichei, tr scholar ol
Ibo culture ancl socrety. "All accounts o{'their
lif'e reflect tliat f-act."" A German missionary
to Ibolancl in 1841 commented how the Ibos
believed that everything in their society r.vas
governed by gods and ancestors:

To the Ibo the secular and the s:rcred, the
natural trnd the supernatural, are a con-
tinuum. Supernatural forces continually
impinge on life ancl must be propitiated
by nppropriate prayers and sacrifices."
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Traditional Ibo attitudes toward the su-

pernatural are understandable, says T. Nwala,

if or." r""ognizes that the Ibos lived constantly
with the harsh realities of their natural envi-

ronment. They accepted the limitations of nu-

man efforts and acknowledged that there were

forces higher than humans that helped deter-

mine their fate. "Igbo religious life," he states,
"is an integral element of their total cultrrral

Ilfe which aims at self-realization of some soft

that consists in nothing other than living in

harmony with the cosmic order." 'u

Belief in Many Gods

The Ibos, like people in most African soci-

eties, were polytheists. They believed in and

worshiped many gods. Their belief system

consisted ofthree hierarchical layers ofthe su-

pernatural world. At the head of the hierarchy

was the ultimate supernatural being, known as

Chukwu (the Great God), or Chineke (God,

the Creator). Underneath Chukwu were the

Iesser but powerful gods, Umuagbara. Below

the gods were the spirits of dead ancestors,
Ndi Ichie, and the personal gods, Chi.

To the Ibos, the reason for having this hi-

erarchy of the supernatural was quite simple.

The people believed that Chukwu was so

powerful and so fearful that ordinary human

beings could not possibly approach him di-

rectly with impunity. To approach Chukwu,

one needed the help of the lesser but power-
ful gods and one's departed ancestors to act as

intermediaries.

The lbos belieued thal lhe unirerse was
made up of two u;orlds: the uorld of hu-
mans and the world of spirils. The lu;o
worlds are related and interdnpendenl . As
Yictor t[chendu explains in his book The
f gbo of Southeast Nigeria. the Iwo u:orlds

funclion on Lhe principle of "benScial rec-
iprocity."
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Umuagbara

The lesser gods consisted of male and female

deities with certain specified areas of natural

control that often overlapped, including the

"The Igbo world is a'real' one in every re-
spect. There is the world of man peoplecl
by all created beings and things. both ani-
mate and inanimatJ. The spiriiworld is the
abode of the creator, the deities, the dis-
embodied and rnal ignanl spir i ts.  and the
ancestral spirits. It is the future abode ol'
the living after their death. There is con-
stani interaction between the world of
man and the deadr the visible and invisible
forces. Existence forthe Igbo. tjrerefore, is
a dual but interrelated phenomenon in-
volving the interaclion between the mate-
rial and the spiritual. the visible and the
invisible,.tle good and the bad. the living
and the dead."

qods of thunder, the river, the harvest, and so

on. These gods were collectively called Ag-

bala, Agbara, Ajala, or Arusi (the oracle). AII

the gods were respected, but they were not

given equal importance and power. Generally.
every village recognized one deity as the most

powerful depending on the needs and experi-

ences of the community. This deity became
the most influential god to the people and oc-

cupied a central position in their lives and ac-

tivities. The deity was believed to control

harvest ields, fertility, and life-areas para-
mount to the survival of a community. AIa or

Ani (the earth goddess), was the sacred deity

The Ibo Society p[
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or personal gocls (Chi)' The lbo-s r'vorshiped

ii"lt l"""t,&s' Tltey believed that dead an-

;;;t; helpecl protect living relations' pre-

;;;1il iron't'hu'*, and iniercede for thetn

in times of trouble'
The Ciri, or personal god, wa^s believecl to

be responsible fbr indiviclual satetv aud suc-

cess. It was colllrllon fbr individutrls'-espe-

"ffi "f'ttfaten, 
to wt:ar talismans or charrns

(lkengo)as out\\'aro syrnbols,of thc'ir Chi No

ir"u ii-ti*".e alike, o'-ttlth" Ibos trelicved that

one cannot be greater than one's Chi' The

views are erpressecl in nurnerous pror''erbs'

,r,"t-t os "Ebi t'm1e doro Ltbu r:hi yo ku"atrtttr

ria" (Where a person f'alls' that is rvhere'his or

ir;r'iLi ;tinjs hitn or her dorvn) and "clri

orrln ortighi ii"', "n*" 
odighl egbtt yo" (Un-

i;t1;;;?t.''s chi agrees' cleath d.es not kill

L i rn or her) '"^,''fi 
*u, very unfortunate indeed for an in-

clividrral to have a lazy or an^ uncoordinated

Chi. This meant consistent failure l"i 1l1-]^

c-:xist irr a perpetual state tlf rnisery- and mis-

;;;;;;", 1.! n' 
'h" 

r'vas aclvised to clic a'cl go

;;l'i?,. ; better chi (Arto,n go.iughnria)

Reincarnation

urtr' r r 'r '^'--- 
'  t -cl a history of misfortune

ertv. A Derson wII() trit
-  r  t .  , -1.--^. , - .^- .*r i fh:r

;;i ;il;;'or o, u,vn'h:'!" !l n:':':Tll,l
ff,lffi.;;;;i;i an rncii.'icl,'al seetned to

"Telling a person rtl die rvas not a sign ot

"';;;;t' 
ii tr'" Ibos"' explains Nrvtrla "It

*"t".f-"aiJrted a belief in ieincarnation trnd

iil],l.." ;;L death rvas not final'"" The

it utrnt death as a transient-phase into ern-

other lif'e. When a Person clied' the lndir'-iduerl

r,vas believecl to contimre his or her lil-e in the

,"ot worlcl. As Yictor Uchenclu' an^ Ibo
-r--' ' 'reins, "The rvorld of the
elh.o grap tr" 

I; i]f ';i;".i'iii", ; its inh arbitants
dead is a wortd tull c

*Jilt, in their behuvior and thought

l-,'rn""rr", that they are 'living.'"'" Lif'e in the:

lil;iili.h"-a""i, horvever' rvas viewecl as

;:.t"**" The cle trd we re er''entually rc'inc arr-

""iJJ"i,Jt 
thev had been given the oppottu-

;rq,;il;ne their iutrue fate in the rvorld

of humans. lt rvtrs, therefore' of paralnrlr'rnt

;;;;;i,.;"" that a bala'ce be i-raintai.ecl

;l:ffi $ llin:Hi:i:T:Jl: il:".1'li;-l':
il;.il";;*;t of the local rivers associatecl

*ifr ift"*. Thus lve have Idemili' Imoh'

*xil,::n**"*H:Jiffi5
the gocl of Thunder-

:"Tffi ,n:Hiilii;"'#:"'t'li,H::;:l;
";;iil*r i1 ,r,'.. Ht *;;:1,*k#$
ilii#li :l,lf#,::", v"ry nu,'h,'lreter-
min"d t l le naturt '  of  the local  c le l t les '

Tlrc lbos belieued' that the natural aorld

iror ' ro,nr*t tect by supert tol t t rnl  forc.es"T

;il,;;; t ',u'ot'i in'ti l 'otcs in lfis book.tgho

ili;;"phy t hat et;ery aspect of nailt're hatl cr
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an

\
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'Th" ,tut.rr" of the local cleities' oracles'.and

;'il;i;;; and ancestral,sPirits':f1""1

,ir";il;iiL" t'uaiti""al Igb^o society and

its environment as well as tie ideals cher-

;;il; fv the various communities' The

il;;t;" associated with the natural envi-

t""-"", such as rivers' trees' climate' topog-
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An lbo priest petfonns a ritual clarrce u;ith o grouP 
"{'Old:::^'^:.?::::*'

Ni , ,er iui . ln aidr i io, ,  fo t-ot t t l tct i t tgreretnott ie.s nnd r i tuals.  pr icsrs t tetP I()
','riiri"r,, 

,t iolo,,rn bettoeen tL" iLo **or2l and the 'spirit realm'

between the tr,vo cosrnic orders (the world of

humans and the world of spirits) for the rvell-

being of everyone'

Priests and Priestesses

Marintaining the balance between the worlds

of humans 
"and 

spirits was the duty of every-

or're, *ith the hip of the village priests and

priestesses. The c'hief  pr iesf or pr iestess was

in . 'hnrg. of  the ceretnonies and r i tuals per-

tair.ing"t., the gocls. Priesthood was consid-

ered a special gift frorn the-gods and was usu-

al lv l reredi tary.  A son or daughter coulo rn-

h"'rrt tt't" gift from a parent' To traditional

ifor, u priEst and a priestess were equal' and

the woids of the gods that the priest or

f rie ste s s p re sente cl i'"'" tt''tqt' 
" 
stionable and

bindlng.

Diviners

In acldition to the priests and priestesses of

ih" go.lr, there weri also male and female di-
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